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THE RITUAL W H E E L  O F  FIRE 
IN THE PAÍS VALENCIA, FIRE IS EVER-PRESENT IN FESTIVE 
MANIFESTATIONS, WHETHER FIREWORKS OR THE 
TRADITIONAL BONFIRES. FROM WINTER TO SUMMER, FIRE 
IS THE CRUX, THE VERY ESSENCE OF CELEBRATIONS. 
J O A N  C A S T E L L ~  I V l l A  T E A C H E R  
t seems that al1 over our country 
-and also outside it- the inhabi- 
tants of the País Valencia have a 
reputation as devoted and accom- 
plished carousers. And if there is one com- 
mon element that is present in al1 our 
festive manifestations, this is fire, espe- 
cially i'n its noisiest and most creative 
form -firecrackers, sky rockets, Cather- 
ine wheels, etc.-, to the extent that 
hardly any public -or even private- cel- 
ebration is complete without the pres- 
ente of gunpowder. 
My intention here, though, is to look at 
a series of popular celebrations in 
which fire, especially in the form of 
enormous bonfires, becomes the very 
essence of the celebration. Festivals of 
fire can be arranged in two main 
groupings: the winter bonfires, of which 
the best example is the festivity of Sant 
Antoni Abad -the feast of the piglet, as 
it's commonly known-, and the fires of 
the summer solstice, which centre on the 
celebration of Sant Joan. The bonfires 
of Sant Antoni are lit all over the País 
Valencia -Alginet, Albaida, Catarroja, 
Gavarda, Ademús, etc.-, but it's worth 
concentrating on the spectacular cele- 
brations held in the town of Canals, in 
the region of La Costera, and on those 
of Vilanova d'Alcolea, in La Plana Alta. 
In Canals, the bonfire is of an extraordi- 
nary size, more than twenty metres 
high, and the sight of it before burning 
is particularly impressive: a perfect 
cone built from dry pine logs covered 
with green pine needles and topped 
with a flowering orange-tree. Tradition- 
ally, the work of building the pyre 
starts on New Year's Day and has to be 
completed by 16th January, the start of 
the local festivities. Closely linked to the 
Sant Antoni bonfire is the celebration of 
the "pairs", a reminder of the pairs of 
animals which the inhabitants of Canals 
provided in the old days to work the 
lands of the saint. There is also the 
piglet, which is  fattened by the locals 
and ends up being raffled. 
In Vilanova dlAlcolea, for its part, as a 
prelude to the celebrations, an enor- 
mous bonfire is lit which consists of a 
central holm oak surrounded by gorse 
which has been prepared that same 
evening. On the day, a series of bon- 
fires line the route of the procession and 
are lit as it goes by. Then, the revellers 
of the year, mounted on horseback, 
their chargers dressed up as in olden 
days -silk cloths embroidered in gold 
and silver, sequins and spangles, flow- 
ers and ribbons-, after reciting the 
Lord's Prayer and listening to the tradi- 
tional invocation "Saint Anthony, / bles- 
sed saint, / make the piglets big and 
tasty", ride full tilt and iump -horse and 
rider- over the fires one by one. After 
this, and once the Saint's banner has 
been returned to the abbey, the "tro- 
pell" or horse race takes place. Each 
rider takes what he considers the 
shortest route to win the prize: the "co- 
queta de tarró" -a cake made of sugar, 
almonds and rolled wafer-, awaiting 
them at the finishing post, a bench 
placed beneath the balconies of the vil- 
lage priest's house. 
I shall skip over the famous "falles" that 
are set up in more than fifty Valencian 
towns and cities íalthough they are un- 
doubtedly our most emblematic and 
genuine apotheosis of fire), as they have 
already been the subiect of a mono- 
graphic article in an earlier issue of this 
magazine. 
The other group of Valencian festivals 
of fire hinge on the magical night of 
Sant Joan. This is the shortest night of 
the year, when the water of springs, 
rivers and, especially, the sea has the 
power to fertilize women and the dew 
cures incurable illnesses; the mysterious 
night that brings forth the four-leafed 
clover, the unequivocal symbol of good 
luck. This celebration, which undoubt- 
edly goes back to esoteric and pagan 
practices, can be found al1 over the País 
Valencia, especially in the coastal re- 
gions. Innumerable bonfires are lit and 
jumped over to keep away possible 
curses for the rest of the year. And if the 
fire burns on the shoreline itself -as 
hundreds do- the ritual is  rounded off 
by letting nine waves break over one's 
bare feet to complete the desired purifi- 
cation. 
Any discussion of the bonfires of Sant 
Joan is incomplete unless two specific 
instances are mentioned: the fires of 
Xabia, in the region of Marina Alta, and 
the fires of Sant Joan in Alacant. 
In Xabia the celebration is character- 
ized by the act of offering "grapes and 
figs" -truly Mediterranean fruits of the 
earth- to the patron saint and appeal- 
ing to him for a rich harvest. The ritual 
of iumping over the fire -which accord- 
ing to tradition brings good luck and 
prosperity- is fulfilled by the young 
people, who wear ivy branches on 
their heads with little white flowers, 
bringing to mind images with a clear 
classical imprint. After the fire has 
burned down, everybody eats toasted 
broad beans, which, is, of course, the 
best way to appeal to the forces of 
good will for riches, which may not 
necessarily bring happiness, but they 
certainly help. 
The tradition of lighting fires in Alacant, 
which over the years had become a 
popular urban celebration, took off in 
1928 with the idea of making the event 
something like the "falles" of Valencia. 
All that was needed was to transform 
the shapeless piles of fue1 into decora- 
tive structures with satirical figures similar 
to those burned during the celebrations 
in the capital. This was the signal for the 
creation of various "bonfire commis- 
sions". In 1932, the election of a "bon- 
fire beauty" was introduced, along the 
lines of the fallera maior in Valencia. 
The booths set up as centres to publi- 
cize the celebration have done a lot to 
bring the fun and the pleasure of life out 
into the streets. As regards food, in Ala- 
cant the famous Sant Joan cake is to- 
tally different to the typical sweet pro- 
duct of other regions. Here it's made 
with pastry topped with pimento, toma- 
to and salt tunny, al1 baked in the 
oven. 
But there are plenty of other celebra- 
tions in which fire plays a central role. 
The little town of Yesa, in the Serrans 
region, maintains the medieval tradition 
of lighting bonfires and alimares at the 
doors of their houses on the eve of the 
local patron, Our Lady of Mount Car- 
mel. The alimares, or beacons, which in 
the past were set at the top of watch- 
towers and other high points, here take 
the form of large iron candelabras. 
In Agullent, a town in the Vall dlAlbaida, 
the local celebrations include the com- 
memoration of the "Miracle of the 
Lamp", in which fire plays a predomi- 
nant part as a remirider of the miracu- 
lous lamp with whose oil the locals 
anointed and cured sufferers of the 
plague of 1600. People of al1 ages 
make a pilgrimage to the chapel car- 
rying falles, which are no more than 
pieces of old esparto basket like the ones 
used for pressing olives, and with which 
they fan the fires to keep them burning. 
It's also worth mentioning the descent 
of Our Lady of Grace at Biar, in the 
Alcoia region. In the evening of 1 1  
May, after the have made their en- 
trance Moors and Christians the group 
leaders, the bursars of the brotherhood 
of the Virgin and the local authorities go 
to the chapel and come back down to the 
village in procession carrying the effigy. 
The rest of the locals gather at the en- 
trance to the village not just to receive 
the object of their veneration but, 
above all, to enjoy the spectacular sight 
of the bonfires on the hills overlooking 
Biar. More than five hundred controlled 
bonfires are lit on the tops of the hills 
surrounding the town, and many more 
line the verges of the paths along which 
the effigy travels. 
The list of Valencian celebrations with 
fire could go on for ever: the proces- 
sion with images in Alfara d'Algímia, in 
the region of Camp de Morvedre; Bon- 
fire Night in Onil, in the region of Al- 
coia, on 22 April; the Night of Dawn in 
Elx, a prelude to the mystery play and 
other celebrations, etc. And there are 
other events, like the bous embolats, 
running bulls through the streets at 
night with balls of fire at the tips of 
their horns, typical of many Valencian 
towns, especially around the capital; 
or the spectacular cordades, a night- 
time spectacle that consists in letting 
off various series of sky rockets from a 
string hung across a square or street, 
a well-known event in Paterna, in the 
region of Horta. 
If fire is a regenerative force, then we in 
the País Valencia ought to be in good 
shape. ¤ 
